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Summary: 


Two years after the death of Pennywise, people start dying all over 
the world. Trouble is, they don't stay dead for long. As the walking 
dead sweep across the country, husbands Richie and Eddie take it on 
the run. 


1. Born to Run 


Richie Tozier found out that the world had begun to end when he 
was kicked off the air. It was 103.7 RTHK’s Power Hour, and Richie 
had lined up 60 solid minutes of power ballads of his youth for all 
you listeners out there, giving him enough time to run out for a 
Shasta and maybe a Lean Pocket from the studio refrigerator before 
the first commercial break, but just as he’d risen from his seat, 
Foreigner’s “I Wanna Know What Love Is” cut off with a squeal of 
static. Suspecting technical difficulties, Richie groaned and reached 
for his phone to text the maintenance man, but before he could, a 
woman began to speak in a dreary monotone. 


“This is an Emergency Bulletin from the Seattle Department of Public 
Health. All citizens be advised that there is now a quarantine 
between East Madison Street and Lake Union. If possible, stay in your 
homes until further notice. Repeat, no travel through the area 
between East Madison Street and Lake Union will be permitted. If 
you are in this area, stay where you are. Officials will soon be there 
to assist you. There is no need for distress—” 


Richie was already gone. There’d be a minute and a half of dead air 
between “Total Eclipse of the Heart” and “Faithfully,” but that was 
the furthest thing from his mind. After they had returned from Derry, 
Eddie had quit his job and filed for divorce, and Richie’s manager 
had quit him. They had both needed a fresh start, and Richie knew a 
woman who was looking for someone to take over hosting her radio 
station in Seattle. It was good enough for them. Eddie had taken a job 
bookkeeping for a restaurant in Capitol Hill, eventually graduating to 
managing the place, and when the previous owner retired, they 
bought the place. Under Eddie’s exacting leadership it had thrived, 
generating a great deal of buzz and some unwanted attention. A well- 
meaning blogger had written a flattering review, praising Eddie as a 
trailblazer for the transgender community. Little had come of it, 
except for a few nice letters, and even fewer nasty ones, but those 
even fewer nasty ones had hit hard. Richie had destroyed them 
before Eddie could see them, but he suspected that Eddie would’ve 
taken it in stride, programmed by his mother and Myra to accept 
being demeaned and mistreated, though since leaving Myra, he had 


made great strides in regaining his self-confidence. 


Richie, however, was another story. He had sat for almost an hour in 
their breakfast nook, a letter full of slurs and threats clenched in his 
sweaty fist, heart beating fair out of his chest, trying to overcome his 
panic. He had come so close to losing Eddie back in Derry, and the 
thought of enduring that uncertainty, that terror again was near 
unbearable. Equally intolerable was his sense of helplessness. His fear 
of not being able to protect Eddie, the knowledge that Eddie was 
especially vulnerable, his own ineffectiveness in the past—all of these 
anxieties coalesced into a choking, paralyzing panic in that little 
wooden banquette. But he had allowed himself to panic, for about 
five minutes, and then he had gotten up and burned the letter and set 
about running a bath to surprise Eddie upon his return home. Those 
fears—his thorny protective instinct, his worrywart disposition, his 
paranoia—those were his problems, not Eddie’s, and he wouldn’t add 
to Eddie’s burden by asking him to manage his emotions, too. Eddie 
was cautious by nature, with a few notable exceptions (like when 
he’d speared a demon clown, for instance, or, kissed Richie directly 
afterwards, lips tasting like mud, blood, and exhilaration), and more 
than capable of taking care of himself. He was fine. 


Except he might not be, not now, a thought that made him lean on 
the accelerator more than was appropriate in a residential area, 
screaming southbound on University Avenue until he reached the 
blockade. It was a line of yellow police tape reinforced by cop cars, 
lights flashing. Cops kept watch every yard or so. A crowd of people 
had gathered. Some asked for answers. Some asked to be let in. 
Richie wasn’t planning on asking anyone. He shoved through and 
grabbed the tape, only to be shoved back roughly by a state trooper. 


“No one gets in,” he snarled. “Clear out.” 
“My husband’s in there!” Richie snapped, taking a step closer. 
“Sir, if you don’t back up, I'll be forced to—” 


Richie never got to figure out what he’d be forced to do, because just 
then, a tall woman with blonde hair and a briefcase hurled herself at 
the trooper, wailing about a job interview, and Richie took the 
opportunity to slip under the tape and take off running. The cop saw 


him, but there was nothing he could do until he pried the woman off 
of him, and by the looks of it, that was going to be a two-man job. He 
ran up 23rd Ave until he got to Aloha Street, then took a left. Lutece 
Liquors was the fourth building on the left, sandwiched between a 
pet shop and a music store. The window was full of accolades from 
various websites and magazines. Richie shoved the door open and 
jogged inside, looking for— 


“Eddie!” he yelled. The patrons, who were all clustered together in a 
knot in the middle of the dining room, looked up nervously. A 
middle-aged man approached him. 


“Do you know what’s—” 
Richie ignored him. 
“EDDIE!” 


The door to the kitchen flew open and Eddie jogged out, cheeks 
flushed. 


“What do you—Richie!” 


Richie nudged the man out of the way and embraced his husband. He 
scooped him up by the waist, lifting his feet off the ground, and 
buried his face in Eddie’s neck. Eddie hugged him back, one hand 
cradling the back of Richie’s head, the other pressed against his lower 
back. Richie pulled back to examine Eddie closely, tilting his head 
from side to side, like he was looking for bruises. Eddie allowed it, 
eyes closed, basking in the relief of having Richie here with him. 


“Are you all right? Did they hurt you?” Richie asked, voice breaking 
slightly. 


“Tm fine,” Eddie said, amused. “Who’s they?” 


“The cops, the fucking—what’s going on, Eds, they can’t keep you in 
here—” 


“Something’s wrong,” one of the patrons said tonelessly. “Some kind 
of epidemic. I heard on the radio that this is a quarantine.” 


“Who got sick?” Eddie asked. 


Nobody seemed to know. Richie looked up at the walls. Among the 
photos placed there by the previous owner were some of their 
wedding pictures: Eddie, radiant, laughing as Richie serenaded him, 
accompanied by their wedding band. Their first kiss as husbands. The 
two of them, sharing a moment on the dance floor. 


“Don’t know,” Richie ground out. “Don’t care. We gotta get out of 
here. If someone is sick, we can’t stick around to find—” 


A piercing scream came from the kitchen. Eddie made as if to run in, 
but Richie grabbed his elbow. “Wait—” 


The double doors to the kitchen burst open, and there stood one of 
the cooks, but he didn’t look right, and not just because the lower 
half of his face was covered in blood and pieces of skin. His skin was 
pale, and his eyes were glazed, and there was a livid bite on his neck. 


“Holy shit,” Richie whispered. 
“Carlos!” Eddie wailed. 


“Time to go,” Richie breathed, grabbing Eddie by the back of his 
shirt. “Come on. Everybody out!” 


Eddie, Richie, and their clientele ran out the door, but Carlos 
followed. He wasn’t very fast, but he was determined, and if 
watching movies had taught Richie anything, it was that it was only a 
matter of time before someone tripped and fell. He just needed to 
make sure it wasn’t Eddie. The point, however, became moot fairly 
quickly, because that was when the SWAT team arrived. Richie 
wasn’t sure how you were supposed to kill zombies, but sublimating 
the head seemed to do the trick. It was a little comforting to see 
Carlos go down, but decidedly less comforting when the cops started 
pointing their guns at the others. The people scattered, but Richie 
was transfixed with horror as the SWAT team started shooting at 
them as they ran away. 


“Let’s go!” Eddie ordered, grabbing Richie’s wrist. They took off 
running, ducking between buildings and into alleyways. “Where’s the 


car?” 
“Back on the Ave. Eddie, what’s going on?” 
“You think I know?” 


When they were about a block away from Madison Ave, Eddie 
brought them to a stop. “They’re not just going to let us through,” 
Eddie warned. 


“If we run—” 


“You saw what they were doing back there! We can’t outrun bullets, 
Richie. Give me a moment to think.” Eddie paced around in a tight 
little circle, and despite the depressing nature of their situation, 
Richie couldn’t help but smile. No matter the situation, he was 
eternally charmed by Eddie’s little mannerisms. Whether he was 
karate-chopping the air to emphasize his points, or flicking the 
syringe of Delatestryl three or four more times than was necessary, 
Richie never failed to be delighted by the idiosyncrasies of the man 
he loved more than life itself. “Ah! Help me with this!” 


He pointed to the manhole under their feet. 


“Jesus, Eddie, are you kidding me? That thing’s gotta weigh like, fifty 
pounds!” 


“Don’t be a wimp. Here, use this.” 


With the help of a metal pipe laying in a nearby alleyway, they 
managed to lever open the manhole cover. 


“You know, I’m not sure if you remember, but I’ve had some bad 
experiences in sewers,” Richie quipped, looking into the dark mouth 
of the manhole. 


“Well, if you’d rather get shot at, be my guest.” 


Richie went down first, because Eddie knew that he would insist on 
it, and it wasn’t worth a fight. Richie made a soft sound of disgust as 
he stepped off the last rung of the ladder and landed in about two 
inches of stagnant water. 


“How will we know when it’s safe to come out?” he asked. 
Eddie sighed, reaching for Richie’s hand in the darkness. 


“We guess. Better to overshoot than undershoot, though. They can’t 
see us come out.” 


Richie was terrified, but the warmth of Eddie’s hand in his, and the 
resolve in Eddie’s voice persuaded him to remain calm. “Rich,” Eddie 
whispered. 


“Yeah?” 
“Are you okay?” 


Richie paused. There were zombies, and he was pretty sure that this 
was the end of the world as he knew it, and they were in the stinking 
darkness of another goddamn sewer, but the memory of twenty-seven 
years without Eddie, twenty-seven years in the closet, was still fresh 
with him, and this, this was nothing compared to that. 


“Yeah,” he said, giving Eddie’s hand a squeeze. “I’m okay.” 


2. The Great Escape 
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"Heading for the great escape, 
Heading for the rave, 

Heading for the permanent holiday. 
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“Ten blocks,” Richie panted, leaning up against the slimy brick wall 
of the sewer. “That’s got to be enough.” 


“Let’s give it a few more,” Eddie said, pulling Richie by the hand 
further down the dark passage. 


“Your legs are so much shorter than mine!” Richie gasped, jogging to 
keep up. “How are you so fast?” 


“It’s because you don’t do anything,” Eddie retorted. “Remember that 
time I tried to take you jogging at Green Lake?” 


“T thought we agreed we weren’t going to talk about that anymore!” 


Eddie gave a short bark of laughter, shaking his head, but he did ease 
up his pace a little. Richie had felt a little self-conscious when he 
went to the gym with Eddie, and he’d gotten a little sick to his 
stomach when Eddie wrapped his arms around his thickening waist, 
but he’d never worried that it might be a survival issue. 


“Here,” Eddie barked. “C’mon, up the ladder.” 


“Sir yes sir,” Richie mumbled, putting his shoulder to the manhole 
and straining. After a minute of effort (along with a number of 
ominous twinges in his lower back), he managed to slide it off. They 


finally exited the sewers right at the edge of the University District, 
on the Ave. People were milling about. Some were college students, 
some homeless people, but everyone seemed too occupied with 
listening to the emergency broadcasts blaring to take much notice of 
Richie and Eddie. 


“PLEASE REMAIN CALM,” the same female robo-voice droned. “A 
QUARANTINE HAS BEEN ESTABLISHED. STAY WHERE YOU ARE. 
HELP IS ON THE WAY. TRAVEL IS PROHIBITED. PLEASE REMAIN 
CALM. A QUAR--” 


Eddie grabbed Richie’s hand and took off again. They jogged up the 
Ave for about three blocks before taking a right. Their house was a 
two-story Victorian right on the border between the U District and 
Ravenna, across the street from a park, only a few blocks away from 
the University of Washington. It was old and rickety, but big, and the 
location was absolutely prime. Or, rather, it had been. 


“Come on,” Richie gasped. “Pack your shit. How much T do you 
have?” 


“I don’t know. A few weeks?” 


That sounded like a pretty good stockpile, but Eddie’s voice was 
distressed. For such a ball of nerves, he’d been handling a zombie 
apocalypse pretty well, but the idea of having to go off T-- well. 


“We'll find more,” Richie vowed, pressing a quick kiss to Eddie’s 
forehead. “We’ll raid a pharmacy. I promise we’ll figure it out. But 
for now--” 


“We need to go. Right.” 


Richie grabbed the enormous duffle bag Eddie had brought with him 
from Derry up to the kitchen and started packing nonperishables. The 
cans of Chili-Mac that he kept in the pantry for when he was alone 
for dinner were all tossed in, as were a couple boxes of Ritz crackers, 
a bag of dried mango, teriyaki turkey jerky, Richie’s Honey Smacks, 
and Eddie’s Raisin Bran. Next, he packed his clothes, which were 
mostly variations on the same two or three outfits, some hiking 
boots, socks and underwear, a toothbrush, warming personal 


lubricant, Eddie’s favorite strap-on, Norton’s Anthology of Poetry, 5th 
Ed., a couple packers, a bottle of Scope, and-- 


“Hey!” Eddie yelled from somewhere below. “Have you seen the 
isopropyl alcohol?” 


“It’s in the hall closet!” 
“Thanks!” 


By the time the duffle was full, Richie could hardly carry it. He had 
to drape it over his shoulders like he was some sort of pack mule. 


“Hey,” Eddie said, jogging up the stairs. He was holding a taupe 
cross-shoulder satchel that Richie guessed was a first aid kit. “So, uh. 
We should get out of the city.” 


“Yeah,” Richie agreed. He lumbered down the stairs and out the door 
(which Eddie held for him) and deposited the duffle into the trunk of 
Eddie’s 2017 Hyundai Genesis. “So. Where to?” 


Eddie shuffled his feet. 


“Well, this wasn’t exactly how I was planning to tell you, but I was 
planning a surprise. A getaway. For your birthday. I rented a cabin in 
the Sawtooth Mountains, thought we could spend a week there, you 
know, getting acquainted. It’s remote. Safe.” 


The situation was serious, and Richie knew that, but he couldn’t help 
but stop dead in his tracks, bend down, and kiss Eddie. His lips were 
so soft, and he leaned into it almost immediately, licking into Richie’s 
mouth like he was desperate, hands coming up to fist in Richie’s 
shirt. He gave a soft moan of displeasure when they separated, his 
expression a provocative melange of petulance and wantonness, and 
Richie had to close his eyes and count to ten before he could get too 
carried away. 


“Where?” 


“Lowman, Idaho,” Eddie replied, placing a hand on the door handle. 
“You drive.” 


For weeks after they’d run away together Eddie had kept his shirt on, 
even during sex, hiding the scars from his top surgery. Richie knew 
that Eddie knew that they were there, but he just wasn’t ready. Eddie 
needed time to convince himself that Richie wasn’t going to pull off 
his face one morning, revealing Myra behind the mask, and scream: 


“SURPRISE!” 


Richie wasn’t offended. He was a little impatient, because he wanted 
to see all of Eddie, but he kept reminding himself that there would be 
time for that. God willing, there would be many years wherein he 
could see, touch, kiss every inch of Eddie. Then, one day, he walked 
into their bedroom, and Eddie was on the bed, naked, rubbing lotion 
onto his scars. 


“Do you want me to leave?” Richie asked softly. 


“No,” Eddie replied, looking up, a shy smile playing around his lips. 
“I want you to stay.” 


Richie sat down on the bed next to him, hands trembling slightly, full 
of adrenaline and love. Eddie handed him the tub of Selevax and 
leaned back, eyes closed. 


“Can Je” 
“Please.” 


Richie scooped up a glob of the lotion, ready for a heartwarming 
relationship milestone, but Eddie ruined the moment by cracking an 
eye open and saying; “Hey, a little goes a long way. This stuff ain’t 
cheap, you know.” 


Richie laughed, a little relieved. It was easy for him to forget at times 
that the beautiful creature in front of him was still the same old 
Eddie, unable to let a little thing like romance get in the way of his 
anal retentive nature. 


“Do they hurt?” Richie asked as he smoothed the cream onto one of 
the slightly bowed, red lines. He could’ve kicked himself, sure he’d 


put his foot in his mouth, but Eddie just gave a content sigh and ran a 
hand along Richie’s forearm. 


“Not anymore. At first, they hurt like a bitch, but now they 
just...tug...a little.” 


Richie put the tub of lotion down and cupped Eddie’s face in his 
hand. They were lying almost chest-to-chest, looking into each other’s 
eyes. Richie was overwhelmed by Eddie--his scent, his touch, the 
beauty of his eyes, the amount of tanned skin that he could just 
sweep a hand over, if he so desired. He smelled like baby oil. 


“Pm sorry I’ve been so weird about this,” Eddie said. His head was 
pillowed on his left forearm, liquid brown eyes staring into Richie’s. 


“Don’t be,” Richie said immediately. “I’ve been chasing you my 
whole life, Kaspbrak. I’ll take whatever you give me.” 


“Richie,” Eddie crooned, voice colored by a deep fondness. He 
reached up to take off his glasses. “Can you still see me?” 


“Sort of.” It was just barely the truth. Without his glasses, Richie 
could only see a pale blob topped with a darker smear where Eddie’s 
face was supposed to be. “I might have to read your body language in 
Braille, though.” 


Eddie snorted, a derisive sound that bubbled into a giggle before he 
could clamp down on it. Richie laughed, too. It wasn’t every day that 
he managed to get a chuckle out of Eddie. 


“Here,” Eddie said, placing his glasses back on. “You look good with 
them, anyways. I just wanted to see your eyes. Let me tell you a 
secret, Richie.” 


“Yeah?” 


“You’ve got a nice face,” Eddie breathed. Richie’s cheeks suddenly 
felt intolerably warm. 


“Really?” he asked, which was the stupidest possible response to a 
compliment of that nature. 


Eddie nodded. He looked a little pink, too, but not from 
embarrassment. Looking down, Richie realized that one of his hands 
was gripping Eddie’s waist, and his thumb was idly stroking the soft 
skin of his stomach, and Eddie’s inner thighs were shining and tacky. 


“Yeah,” Eddie said, smiling, rolling over and straddling Richie with in 
one fluid movement. “But you didn’t hear it from me.” 


KKK 


It took them almost eleven hours to get to the plot of land that 
housed the Bear Creek Summer Homes. There had been some traffic 
getting out of Seattle, but most people seemed to be content to stay 
put. They’d listened to the radio for the first two hours, but the 
broadcasts had gotten progressively more panicked, and eventually 
stopped altogether. After a few moments of fuzz across the dial, 
Eddie had flicked the radio off with a decisive click, and inserted a 
Blue Oyster Cult CD instead. Richie sang along to “Burning For You,” 
which brought a smile to Eddie’s face, but they soon lapsed into 
silence, wondering when the news would reach the others. 


They were on Ponderosa Pine Scenic Route when Eddie’s phone rang. 
He gasped. 


“Richie, it’s Marian!” 


Marian had been Eddie’s divorce attorney. Bringing a spirit of 
unwillingness to treat with a domestic abuser, she had stomped 
Myra’s legal team decisively and won Eddie every penny of his 
money back, along with modest alimony that they all knew would 
forever go unpaid. They had become close friends, and, Richie 
realized, they had just missed their weekly meetup for drinks at 
Eddie’s restaurant. Eddie answered, putting her on speaker. 


“Mare? Are you okay?” 
“--die? I can’t--” 


Her voice disintegrated into fuzz for a few moments, then returned. 
“--isten. I’m going to meet--mother.” More interference. “--ington 
D.C--afe.” 


The line went dead. 
“Well, at least she’s alive,” Richie sighed. 


“Signal’s bad,” Eddie said. He stared moodily out the window. “She 
said she was going to meet her mom in D.C. That’s all the way across 
the country. You think she’ll make it?” 


“Of course she will,” Richie reassured. “Hell, for all we know they’ve 
got it under control by now.” 


“Richie, our goddamn president couldn’t find his ass with two hands, 
a roadmap, a team of doctors, and a goddamn ass-detecting GPS, and 
you think he’s gonna stop the fucking zombie apocalypse?” 


Richie sighed. 
“No. But it’s nice to think so.” 
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3. Fantastic Place 


The second of the three Bear Creek Summer Homes had been 
purchased by Helen and Harold “Hoot” Gibson in the early sixties to 
celebrate the departure for college of their seventh and youngest 
child. Hoot was long dead from emphysema by the time his great- 
granddaughter put his cabin on Airbnb to fill it while the Gibson clan 
were off at work, scattered around the country. Helen, now 103, 
lived in an old folks’ home in Meridian. Whenever her kids would 
visit her (five sons and two daughters, though her oldest daughter 
had passed from a brain tumor five years ago) she would always ask 
them: 


“Is the Cabin full?” 


They would always tell her that it was, and one day, their great- 
granddaughter had taken steps to ensure it. Unknown to Richie and 
Eddie, that same great-granddaughter, now twenty years old, was 
making her way across the country with her father, Helen’s grandson, 
who had once vomited in the laundromat in Lowman, the closest 
town to the Cabin, her mother, and her younger brother. By the time 
they made it, Richie and Eddie would have long since departed. 


While they were on their way, however, the road up to the cabins 
almost killed Eddie’s car. It was a steep dirt road, filled with hairpin 
turns as it zig-zagged its way up the mountain. Sharp rocks were sunk 
into the dirt, scraping the undercarriage of the car and grinding 
against the tires. 


“Jesus, Richie, you’re gonna puncture the gas tank!” 
“That’s not a real thing that happens, is it?” Richie asked. 


Mere moments before Eddie became convinced that their car would 
never make it, they crested the hill and pulled into a dusty driveway. 
They got out, walked onto the patchy lawn, and looked at Bear Creek 
Summer Home No. 2. 


The cabin was made of a reddish wood. It looked a bit like a life-size 
Lincoln Logs cabin, capped with a green gabled roof. An enormous 


ponderosa pine grew up through a hole in the deck, spreading its 
branches overhead and showering needles over the roof and deck. A 
tetherball pole with an accompanying yellow ball stood in the yard. 
A few feet away, a salt lick sat, like a giant die, in the middle of a 
circle of bricks. Nearby, a game of horseshoes stood abandoned. 


Eddie took a deep breath and leaned against Richie. 
“We made it.” 


“Yeah,” Richie breathed, wrapping an arm around him, rubbing his 
back. “This is nice, Eds. Thanks.” 


Eddie murmured some nonsense words into Richie’s chest. He was 
exhausted, that much was obvious. Richie was exhausted, too. The 
near miss in Seattle had shaken both of them, and the stress of not 
knowing what was going on was taking its toll. They were both 
thinking about their friends—Bev and Ben in San Francisco, Mike in 
Miami, Bill in Boston, Marian, apparently, in Washington D.C...how 
long would it take? Would they take it on the run, too? Would they 
even see it coming? It was only a matter of time before a contagious 
individual hopped on a plane and landed on the East Coast. God. 
Richie just wanted to sleep until all this was over. 


Eddie pulled a keyring out of his glove box and shuffled up the steps 
and unlocked the door. 


“Rich, if you wanna take a look around, I think I’m gonna take a 
shower.” 


“Okay,” Richie said, a little taken aback. “Don’t use all the hot water. 
I think I’m gonna take a nap.” 


Eddie gave him a pale smile and stepped inside the bathroom, 
shutting the door softly, but firmly. Richie was a clingy bitch, and he 
often sat cross-legged on the toilet, reading aloud to Eddie, or 
listening to him singing “Bohemian Rhapsody” while he ran through 
his haircare routine. He would sometimes think of Sonia and Myra’s 
octopus tentacles, wondering if he was following in their footsteps, 
and pull back, but then Eddie would notice the artificial distance and 
patiently and calmly invite Richie back in. 


The door clicked back open, and Eddie poked his head out. 
“T can hear you thinking out there,” Eddie said. “What’s going on?” 


“Did I do something wrong?” Richie asked, then cringed. It was so 
pathetic, so clingy, so— 


“Pm worried about the others,” Eddie said. He came out of the 
bathroom, still fully clothed, and stood next to Richie, hands in his 
pants pockets. “It seems like you’re handling this so well, and I don’t 
want to, you know, bring you down, but I just can’t stop thinking.” 


“Oh, honey,” Richie sighed. He reached for Eddie’s hand, and Eddie 
grabbed it gratefully. “I’m worried, too. But you know what?” 


“What?” 

“Bev’s gonna be running this wasteland soon enough.” 
Eddie laughed, dragging a hand down his face. 

“Yeah. Yeah. You’re probably right.” 


They sat for a few moments in silence. Eddie scooted closer, resting 
his head against Richie’s shoulder. “What about Marian? Do you 
really think she’ll make it?” 


“Of course she will!” Richie chastised, nudging Eddie with his elbow. 
“Hell, she fought Myra’s team of hired goons! She took down a 
woman ten times her own body weight! What the hell’re some 
goddamn zombies gonna do?” 


They sat in silence for a few moments. The clock in the other room 
bonged seven times. Eddie yawned. 


“T really do need a shower, Rich,” he finally said. 
“Want me to join you?” 
“Absolutely not. I want to get clean, not dirty.” 


“Aww.” 


“Yeah, aww.” Eddie shooed him. “Do me a favor and take a look 
around.” 


The first place Richie explored was the hall closet. It was full of 
fishing poles, tool and tackle boxes, and broken appliances. A hunting 
rifle was hung on the far wall. Several hatchets, one large fire ax, and 
various hunting knives were displayed in a dusty cabinet. A crossbow 
was locked in a plexiglass cabinet. Richie imagined Eddie holding 
that crossbow, and laughed softly. The zombies wouldn’t stand a 
chance. 


The living room was dominated by a squashy red vinyl couch. A few 
elderly rocking chairs were also scattered around the room. The 
heavy, ornate clock they had heard earlier was sitting on the mantle 
above the fireplace, accompanied by two pairs of deer antlers. The 
kitchen was stocked with an old-fashioned refrigerator, the kind that 
you could get stuck inside, and a gas stove. The cabinets were full of 
paper plates, and some heavy silver utensils were in the drawers. 
Richie jogged out to the car to grab the duffle bag, lugged it up the 
stairs and into the kitchen, and started unpacking. It didn’t take long, 
and Richie started to get a little nervous when he realized that 
everything he’d bought only filled one cabinet. 


Eddie came out of the bathroom dripping wet, towel around his 
waist, and surveyed his work, hands on hips. 


“T know it’s not much, but—” 

“How much Chili-Mac did you bring?” 

Richie grinned apologetically. “Sorry. It all happened so fast!” 
Eddie smiled. 

“Did you find anything interesting?” 


“Yeah. There’s a bunch of fishing poles in the storage closet over 
there. There must be a lake around somewhere.” 


“Yeah, there is. Hold on, I printed out the booking info.” Eddie 
rummaged around in his rucksack, which he’d dropped on the 
kitchen table, and pulled out a couple sheets of printer paper. “This 


says that Pollywog Lake is to the right as you exit the cabin, past the 
marshy area. We’re supposed to use the deer trails to go around the 
big field. She says it’s full of rainbow trout.” Eddie looked up, 
skeptical. “Richie, I haven’t fished since I was a kid. We’re supposed 
to feed ourselves like that?” 


“We could use the hunting rifle and shoot a deer,” Richie suggested. 
“Do you know how to use a gun? Outside of video games, I mean.” 
“Uh...” 


The correct answer to that question was “kind of.” Richie had bought 
a revolver after the 2016 election, but he’d only been to the shooting 
range once or twice, and mostly kept it locked up in the safe in the 
house. When he had done target practice, he hadn’t been half-bad, he 
didn’t love the feeling. 


“The closest towns are Lowman, Idaho City, and Horseshoe Bend. We 
should go down there and buy as much food as we can before it’s too 
late.” 


“Not today, Eds, I need a nap...” 
Eddie sighed. 


“No, no, you're right. I’m just...argh!” He started to pace, tearing 
around the kitchen in tight circles. “Why did this have to happen 
now! When everything was finally on track!” 


“I dunno, hon,” Richie said dully. A headache was slowly pulsating 
behind his eyes. “ Can I...I just want to...” 


“Okay, Richie. Let’s get you your nap.” 


Eddie knew why Richie had waited for his permission. They all had 
nightmares, Eddie included, but Richie’s were the worst. In the first 
few weeks, while they had been living together, but before they had 
been sleeping in the same bed, Eddie couldn’t count the number of 
times he’s woken up without knowing why, only to creep to the door 
and hear soft sobbing from the room next door. One night it had been 
particularly bad. He’d been woken by a devilish ghostly wail at half 


past midnight. It hadn’t even sounded like an utterance that could be 
made by a person. The first thought that entered Eddie’s head had 
been that someone was killing a cat. But when he had entered 
Richie’s room, there was no cat, just his best friend, hunched over in 
bed, biting down hard on the inside of his forearm to stifle another 
scream, drenched in cold nightsweat. Eddie left his bed, he left his 
room, he made three paces across the room, and before his brain 
could stop him, he had flung his arms around Richie, pried his hand 
from his mouth, and sunk his fingers into that nest of curls. He felt 
Richie’s trembling lips against his neck, felt him hold him close, and 
all he could do was hope that Richie wouldn’t push him away. But 
Richie hadn’t. One long-fingered hand pressed against the small of his 
back, holding him close. For almost ten minutes, Eddie held Richie 
and let him cry into the crook of his shoulder. When Richie had 
stopped shaking, Eddie pulled back to look at his face. The room was 
dark, but the moon was bright. Two beams of pale and cold 
moonlight poured through the windows, illuminating Richie’s face. 
Eddie, who found himself possessed of inexplicable bravery, reached 
up to thumb away Richie’s tears. 


“Are you all right?” he asked. 

Richie nodded. The hands around Eddie’s waist twitched. 
“Tm fine,” he said, voice shaky. “Just a nightmare.” 
“What about?” 

“Tt’s always the same thing,” he whispered. 

“Tell me.” 


Richie looked up. There was fear in his eyes, Eddie realized, 
dumbfounded. 


“T can’t tell you,” Richie said. 
“Yes, you can.” 
Richie sighed. 


“It was the sewer, Eds. You know.” He paused to cry a little more. 


The tears got caught in his eyelashes. He had pretty long eyelashes, 
Eddie thought. He’d always had pretty eyelashes. “I almost lost you.” 


Eddie’s heart had fluttered, dawning hope pouring into his chest like 
liquid sunshine. 


“Richie,” he said. It was wrong, it was inappropriate, but he couldn’t 
help but grin. 


“Eddie,” Richie replied, miserable. “You’re not...” 
“Pm not what?” 

Richie winced. 

“You're not gay.” 

Eddie grinned. 

“Who says I’m not? Are you?” 

Richie looked up, dumbfounded. 

“I...” He swallowed hard. “I’m in love with you.” 


Eddie felt like he could laugh, but it didn’t seem right, with Richie 
still so upset. 


“And? 2) 


“And what? Pm in love with you, I’m gay, Bowers was right, I’m a 
fucking faggot—” 


“Richie.” 

“I am so, so sorry, Eddie, I thought I could—” 
“Richie—” 

“TIl get you a hotel, P’ll—” 


“Richie!” 


Richie fell silent. 


“Richie,” Eddie said slowly, with great warmth and even greater 
patience. “Richie, you stupid, sloppy bitch.” 


“What?” 

“You dumb, oblivious, sack of shit.” 

A slow smile started to spread across Richie’s face. 

“You blithering idiot.” 

“Okay, now this is starting to get hurtful.” 

“I have been sticking by your dumb ass, buying you ice cream to 
shove in your ugly, gaping mouth, jumping into your lap during 
every scary movie, and you’re hitting me with this ‘no homo’ bullshit 
now? Are you trying to insult me?” 


Richie grinned. 


“Hey, I didn’t know you were buying me ice cream ’cause you loved 
me, Spaghetti. I thought you were just tryin’ to shut me up.” 


“Yeah, well, that didn’t work out, did it?” 


Richie’s face was very close to his, but Eddie could tell that he was 
too afraid to initiate the kiss he knew they both wanted, so Eddie did 
it for him. Richie’s lips were soft and warm, and his kiss was 
scrupulously chaste and polite. They broke apart, and Eddie’s heart 
fluttered when he saw Richie looking up at him, starstruck. Eddie 
pushed back the flop of hair that was plastered sweatily to Richie’s 
forehead. 


“Go to sleep, Trashmouth. I’ll stand guard.” 


That night, as they slept with Richie’s back snug against Eddie’s chest 
so that he could feel the slow, steady rhythm of his breath, there 
were no nightmares. 


Three years later, as they slept in one of the twin beds in the attic of 


the cabin at the foot of the Sawtooth mountains, there were no 
nightmares either. 
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4. Forgotten Sons 


Notes for the Chapter: 


“And so as I patrol in the valley of the shadow of the 
tricolour 

I must fear evil, for I am but mortal and mortals can 
only die 

Asking questions, pleading answers from the 
nameless faceless watchers 

That stalk the carpeted corridors of Whitehall...” 
—Marillion, “Forgotten Sons” 


Richie didn’t feel better when he woke up. It wasn’t like walking up 
from a nap and being groggy. He immediately felt the urge to vomit. 
He rolled out of bed and barely made it to the trashcan in time. It 
only took one heave for him to start vomiting up what looked and 
smelled like week-old tuna casserole. Eddie, with his unerring nose 
for sickness, shot up immediately, crossing the room to rub his back 
and run his fingers through his hair. 


“Oh, Rich. Let it all out. Are you sick?” 
Richie looked up and rolled his eyes. Eddie tsked. 
“Ts it something you ate, I mean, or are you really sick?” 


“T feel really sick.” Richie let out a meaty burp and heaved one last 
time, producing only bile. “Oof.” 


“You’ve got a fever,” Eddie said, placing a cool hand on Richie’s 
forehead. “Here, let me help.” 


Eddie nocked one shoulder securely under Richie’s armpit and 
supported him back to the bed. “Wait here. PII be right back.” 


The few moments that Eddie had been gone felt like an eternity. 
Richie had been about to tell him that it was probably just food 
poisoning, but it was impossible to tell if the sweat he was emitting 
was from a fever, or if it was just flop sweat. Eddie came back, a 


metal bowl in his hand. “Turn over.” 


From the bowl, Eddie pulled out a sopping washcloth. He wrung it 
and pressed it to Richie’s face, wiping away sweat and probably 
vomit. He returned the cloth to the bowl, rinsed it again, wrung it, 
and pressed the cool cloth to Richie’s forehead. He repeated the 
process over and over, wiping down his face, neck, arms, armpits, 
and chest to cool him down. Richie watched Eddie bending over him, 
his face scrunched up in an absent frown, carefully attentive, and a 
black, hot wave of love swept over him, so intense he thought for a 
moment that he might cry. It didn’t help that Eddie was bent over 
him, just like he had been that night in the sewer, when he’d saved 
Richie’s life, and pressed a smooth, fervid kiss to Richie’s mouth 
afterwards. 


KKK 


Afterwards they hadn’t discussed it. Richie had told himself that it 
was just a last-ditch attempt to save his life, just another instance of 
Eddie giving everything he had to someone else. He remembered 
when Eddie had het him cut his hair when they were children, how 
that afternoon in the clubhouse, how he’d bowed his head as Richie 
took his smooth brown ponytail in one hand, spread wide the poultry 
shears he’d swiped from his kitchen, and severed the ponytail below 
the rubber band holding it together. Eddie had turned and smiled, 
and said: 


“Thanks, Rich. I mean it. Thank you.” 
Richie swallowed hard. 


“No sweat, Spaghetti.” And then, for some godforsaken reason: “It 
looks good. Really good, I mean.” 


Eddie grinned. 


“All right. Don’t break a hand patting yourself on the back.” He 
sighed. “My mom’s gonna flip.” 


“You could always come live with me,” Richie suggested. “My 
parents are never home.” 


Eddie twisted his mouth. 
“Your parents’d be okay with you movin’ a girl in?” 


“Ah, come on. Girls have cooties. You ain’t a girl, you’re my 
Spaghetti.” 


The moment it had slipped out, he had felt stupid, stupid, stupid, and 
way too transparent, like the R + E he’d engraved on the Kissing 
Bridge were blazoned on his forehead. But Eddie didn’t recoil. He 
blushed, and gave Richie one of the tiny, private smiles he seemed to 
reserve for Richie and Richie alone. There was no better feeling than 
receiving one of those smiles. 


“T wish I could live with you,” Eddie groaned. “My mom’s been nuts.” 
“More so than usual?” 

“Yeah. We got into a huge fight.” 

“What about?” 

Eddie grinned. 


“You.” He began to mimic his mother. “Bethy, you don’t stop 
hanging out with that Tozier boy, people are going to think you’re 
eeeeeaaaassssy!” 


Richie laughed uneasily. 

“Tf only she knew,” he joked. 

Eddie rolled his eyes. 

“As if.” 

Yeah, Richie thought unhappily. As if. 


KKK 


When Richie woke up, it was dark outside. He still felt a little warm, 
and his mouth was dry, but his stomach had settled considerably. 
Eddie was balled up next to him, head pillowed on Richie’s shoulder, 
snoring, breathing warm breath out onto Richie’s face. He smiled, 


and leaned forwards to plant a kiss on the tip of his nose. Eddie woke 
up, snorted, and gagged theatrically. 


“Richie, gross!” 

“Sorry,” he sang. “You’re too cute. I couldn’t resist.” 
Eddie wrinkled his nose, mollified. 

“Brush your teeth, and you can kiss me all you want.” 
“Promise?” 

“Promise.” 


Richie jogged down the stairs and into the tiny bathroom. He 
squeezed out some Sensodyne onto his toothbrush and jammed it into 
his mouth. As he brushed, he stared at his reflection. The color had 
returned to his cheeks, and his eyes weren’t as dull as they had been 
towards the end of the trip. 


“You do look a lot better,” Eddie said. He was in the doorway, 
leaning against the jamb. 


Richie winked. 

“Who could be ill in the presence of such a fair young lad?” 
Eddie scoffed. 

“Yeah. Right. Must be the mountain air.” 


Richie spat, rinsed his mouth, and crossed the room to take Eddie’s 
hands. Eddie smiled, rose up onto his tiptoes, and kissed Richie 
softly. Richie made a noise that would’ve otherwise embarrassed him, 
but he couldn’t help it. Eddie went to his head so quickly. 


“You know what we should do?” Richie asked, looking down at 
Eddie, who was hung around his neck, big brown eyes staring up at 
him with that starry look that always made Richie melt with the 
realization of just how lucky he was. 


“What?” 


Before he answered, Richie couldn’t help but bend down and place 
another kiss on Eddie’s soft, pink lips. Eddie opened his mouth 
eagerly, licking into Richie’s mouth, cupping the side of his face. 


“We should go out, look at the stars.” 

Eddie smiled, and when he smiled, he fair glowed. 
“TIl grab a blanket.” 
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5. Fruit of the Wild Rose 


Notes for the Chapter: 


“The fruit of the wild rose 

Hangs here with summer gone, 
Voluptuous crimson, 

As the days become colder. 

The fruit of the wild rose, 

The fruit of the wild rose, 

Sweet and so sour on the tongue, 
Swollen and crimson, 

As the light fades and shortens, 

The thorny wild rose. 

She gave me a summer but she's gone, 
As England faces the winter...” 
—Marillion, “Fruit of the Wild Rose,” Out of the Box 


Porn with feelings by a dyke English major. 
TW: child abuse, transphobia 


Eddie hummed to himself as he puttered around the living room, 
searching for a blanket. He’d been a little surprised when Richie had 
suggested stargazing. He’d secretly been hoping that Richie would 
just bend him over the kitchen table and fuck him, but if he knew 
Richie, this stargazing gambit was fucking with extra steps. But 
Richie was a romantic asshole, and his stupid fascination with 
treating Eddie right. Even after Eddie had married him, Richie acted 
like he was vying for his heart, surprising him with candlelit dinners, 
hotel getaways, and bedroom adventures. The quality and volume of 
sex he’d had with Richie since they’d left Derry was staggering. Myra 
hadn’t ever touched him with sexual intent, and he’d been glad for it, 
but...God, he’d been missing something. 


Before, he’d been afraid to sleep with a man, afraid at what it might 
mean for him, but being with Richie had always made everything feel 
so simple. Eddie had come to him with questions, complicated 
questions he still didn’t have answers to, and Richie had just 
answered with a shrug, and a response of: “You’re my Eds, that’s all.” 
Like he knew who that was, even when Eddie didn’t. But, of course, 


Richie didn’t have the answers. All it meant was that Richie loved 
him, whoever, wherever, whenever. 


Eddie peeled a scratchy tartan afghan off the back of the worn 
leather armchair in the corner of the room and fondled it absently. 
Richie, his rock? Anyone else would probably laugh at the idea. 
Richie was so flighty, flitting from idea to idea, always hiding his true 
self, his true feelings behind a veil of sarcasm and stupid jokes. But 
that was their mistake. Everyone else, even their fellow Losers, made 
the mistake of listening to what Richie said. Eddie never listened to 
Richie. He watched what he did. He’d teased Eddie, but never about 
The Thing, and when they were all afraid, the true measure of one’s 
character, he’d never failed to place himself between Eddie and It, 
shielding him with his own body in Neibolt, in the sewers. 


(“Stop it! Stop it! I’m sorry! It was me, it was all me! I’m sorry!”) 
Eddie was startled out of his reverie by a kiss to the top of his head. 
“You ready?” Richie asked. 

Eddie smiled and nodded. “What were you thinking about, hon?” 
“Was it that obvious?” Eddie asked. 

Richie shrugged. “We’ve only been best friends for thirty-two years.” 


“T was thinking about that time you took me home after you helped 
me cut my hair. What happened with my mom.” 
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They had only been children, twelve years old, and Eddie had been 
so desperate to get rid of that stupid ponytail that his mother had 
saddled him with, and Richie had been the only one fearless or crazy 
enough to help him. After the initial euphoria, the exhilaration of 
seeing that damned ponytail lying in the dirt like a dead rat, Eddie 
had been terrified. His mother...it was bad enough that Eddie, then 
called Beth (by everyone but Richie), was hanging out with boys. 
God forbid he choose to be one. She didn’t know that he kept a stash 
of his clothes at Richie’s house, stopping on the way to school to 
change out of the skirts and sweaters she provided into the faded 


shorts and t-shirts that Richie provided. So Richie had walked him 
home. He had insisted, over Eddie’s protestations. 


“She won’t do nothing,” Richie said. “Not in front of me. She does, I 
tell my mom, my mom tells the neighborhood.” 


Eddie wasn’t sure about that, but he didn’t try to dissuade Richie. 
When it came to things like this, when it came to Eddie, Richie was 
deadly stubborn. 


The moment they entered Eddie’s house, Sonia was at the door in a 
heartbeat. 


“Elizabeth Kaspbrak, do you have any idea of the ti—” 


The moment she saw Eddie, the wooden spoon had fallen out of her 
hand with a clatter. Her shriek vibrated the windows and threatened 
to shatter Richie’s glasses. “ELIZABETH ISABELLE KASPBRAK, WHAT 
HAVE YOU DONE TO YOURSELF?” 


Eddie stuttered. As smart mouthed as he was out in the barrens, back 
talking his mother was not something that was in his repertoire. 


“I didn’t—Ma—I saw Bev—we—” 


He didn’t get to finish because Sonia crossed the room and brought 
the spoon down hard across his right forearm. She’d hauled off again, 
winding up for another blow, but Richie interceded, shoving Eddie 
backwards. He landed on his but on the threshold, looking up at 
Richie’s scrawny back. 


“Mrs. K, it was me, it was all me! I’m sorry! I was messing around, 
and I cut it off. It was a stupid prank, Mrs. K, Edd—Elizabeth— 
already yelled at me, it wasn’t h-her fault.” 


Eddie almost got trampled as his mother took Richie by the ear and 
marched him out of the house and across the street, howling for Mrs. 
Tozier to come out and get her son. Soon, two voices were yelling at 
Richie, for almost ten solid minutes. While it was going on, Eddie 
wandered into the bathroom and looked into the mirror, smoothing 
down his newly-cropped hair and staring at his pale, pinched face 
while two women screamed at his best friend because of him. Was it 


worth it? 


A red weal was already raised up on his forearm. The voices outside 
fell silent. Soon, his mother re-entered the house. 


“Bethy,” she said. 
Eddie trembled, and didn’t reply. 
“Bethy, I’m sorry.” 


She entered the bathroom and ran a hand through his hair. “All your 
pretty hair. I’m so sorry.” She tutted. “I hope you’ve learned a lesson 
from this. This is what happens when you hang out with those boys.” 


Later, after she’d gone to bed, Eddie snuck downstairs and called 
Richie. He picked up after the first ring. 


“Spaghetti,” he said. He sounded cheerful enough. Relief washed over 
Eddie, warming him from head to toe. 


“Rich,” he whispered. “Are you okay?” 

“Fine,” Richie said. He was lying, Eddie could tell. 

“Stop lying.” 

Richie heaved a crackly sigh. 

“Fine. I caught a couple good licks from Dad, but I’ll be fine within 
the week. I got an advantage, see. They can’t break the glasses. 
They’re expensive.” 

Eddie bit his lip, on the edge of tears. 

“T don’t think that’s funny.” 

“Tt’s a little funny.” 

“No!” 


“Okay,” Richie said, cautiously. “Not funny. What about you, Eds?” 


Tose” 


Richie’s voice got low for a moment, and something entered into it 
that was almost adult and a little dangerous. 


“Did she hurt you?” 
“No, Rich. Listen, I gotta go.” 


Eddie hung up the phone, slid down the wall, and burst into tears. 
“Thats when I realized how beautiful you were,” Richie said. They 
were walking out the doorway and down the steps, the blanket 
clutched against Eddie’s chest. Richie held a Thermos of hot cocoa he 
had found in one of the cabinets. 


“What?” Eddie asked. It was dark, but his cheeks were warm. 


Richie nodded. “It was a bad haircut,” he said. “I had no stylist 
experience, and I was using poultry shears. But you were so goddamn 
cute, you managed to pull it off.” 


“I never thanked you,” Eddie said. 

“For what?” 

Eddie stopped dead, halfway up the dirt road up the rise. 
“For what? Rich, you got beat up for me!” 

Richie waved a hand dismissively. 


“Ah, hell. Would’ve happened anyways. I was happy to do it, 
anyways.” 


Richie hardly ever talked about his childhood. Neither of his parents 
had been invited to their wedding. His sister had, but she didn’t 
show. But he had come to school with bruises, fat lips, and, one 
awful time, a broken collarbone, and every time he had, Eddie had 
been suffused with a white-hot rage that he had never felt before or 
since. 


They crested the hill, spread the blanket, and looked up at the sky. 


“Oh, Rich,” Eddie whispered. The sky was spread out above them like 
crushed velvet dotted with brilliant little gems. Venus shone in the 
northern sky, and Jupiter cast down its baleful eye from the west. 
They could even see the purple spine of the Milky Way streaking 
across the sky. They laid together, holding hands, staring up at the 
sky. The outbreak, Washington D.C, the state of the nation were all 
forgotten. The beauty of the night sky was astonishing. It filled the 
eye, delighted the senses. In that moment, Eddie was so profoundly 
glad to be alive. One hand snuck up to his chest to rub the scar 
Pennywise had left, the reddish-white rope of scar tissue that slashed 
diagonally across his chest that never seemed to have fully healed. It 
still tugged and ached and occasionally emitted stabbing pains that 
robbed him of his breath, like it was trying to remind him of that 
night in the sewers. But, for now, it was quiet, and he was right next 
to Richie, overcome with love and wonder. 


He was still horny, of course. That hadn’t changed. But the urgency 
had receded. There were days when he felt like he was living on 
borrowed time, that every second he had managed to steal since the 
sewers was some kind of clerical error that the universe would 
eventually catch on to. It was difficult for him to accept that there 
would be time to do all the things he wanted to do, to be in love. To 
court. 


“Look,” Eddie said, pointing at the sky. “The Southern Cross.” 
“Oh yeah? What else do you see?” 


“Well, there’s Cygnus. Pisces. Orion. Cassiopeia. Pegasus. I think 
that’s Cancer, over there. And see that one, right by the horizon? 
That’s Sagittarius.” 


“Hmm,” Richie mused. “I don’t see any shapes, but there’s so many of 
them. I don’t think I’ve ever seen stars like these.” 


For thirty minutes they laid there, not speaking, just sitting in the 
road and drinking in the beauty of the sky. Then, as he was wont to 
do, Richie started talking. 


“If we had world enough and time, 

This coyness, Eddie, were no crime. 

We would sit down and think which way 
To walk and pass our long love's day. 
Thou by the Indian Ganges' side 
Shouldst rubies find: I by the tide 

Of Humber would complain. I would 
Love you ten years before the Flood, 
And you should, if you please, refuse 
Till the conversion of the Jews. 

My vegetable love should grow 

Vaster than empires, and more slow; 

An hundred years should go to praise 
Thine eyes and on thy forehead gaze; 
Two hundred to adore each breast, 

But thirty thousand to the rest; 

An age at least to every part, 

And the last age should show your heart. 
For, Eddie, you deserve this state, 

Nor would I love at lower rate.” 


It was one of their old favorites. Back when they were still in school, 
Richie had gotten a present from an aunt one Christmas: a poetry 
anthology. He had fallen in love with it, starring his favorite 
selections and reading them long into the night with a stolen 
flashlight. Eddie was the only Loser that he had trusted with that 
knowledge. Many afternoons, they had stolen away into the Barrens, 
found some secluded spot, and Eddie had provided a patient audience 
for Richie’s recitations. Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” was a 
selection he had returned to, day after day. Almost like he was trying 
to tell me something, Eddie thought, smiling to himself. The witty, 
slick, and knavish tone made Richie’s quick-talking and sly delivery 
particularly apt, and the sincerity with which he spoke always made 
Eddie’s heart pitter-patter. 


“But at my back I always hear 
Time's wingéd chariot hurrying near; 
And yonder all before us lie 

Deserts of vast eternity. 

Thy beauty shall no more be found, 


Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound 
My echoing song: then worms shall try 
That long preserved virginity, 

And your quaint honour turn to dust, 
And into ashes all my lust: 

The grave's a fine and private place, 
But none, I think, do there embrace.” 


At this point, Richie did what he always did, which was to take Eddie 
by the hand, stand up, and then kneel in front of him like a 
supplicating knight before his betrothed. 


“Now therefore, while the youthful hue 
Sits on thy skin like morning dew, 

And while thy willing soul transpires 
At every pore with instant fires, 

Now let us sport us while we may, 

And now, like amorous birds of prey, 
Rather at once our time devour 

Than languish in his slow-chapt power. 
Let us roll all our strength and all 

Our sweetness up into one ball, 

And tear our pleasures with rough strife 
Through the iron gates of life: 

Thus, though we cannot make our sun 
Stand still, yet we will make him run!” 


Richie finished with a dramatic flourish, and Eddie, laughing softly at 
his antics, grabbed his hand and pulled him close. 


“If I didn’t know better, ld think you were trying to get me to suck 
your dick,” he whispered. 


Richie squeezed him back. “You don’t have to. Pll give you the 
blowjob, if you want. Or we could just cuddle. I don’t know. I just 
want to be close to you.” 


“Richie,” Eddie said, fondly, but with great exasperation. “When have 
I ever wanted to just cuddle with you?” 


A few moments later, Richie was on his back, staring up at the sky, 


while Eddie crouched over him on all fours and began undoing his 
jeans with practiced, efficient motions. The moment Eddie pulled his 
dick out, Richie arched his back and hissed out a string of oaths. 


Richie’s dick was gorgeous, about seven inches and almost as thick as 
Eddie’s wrist. The first time he’d seen it he’d been a bit intimidated. 
He’d never sucked a dick before, and putting that thing down his 
windpipe seemed like a “famous last words” type scenario. But Richie 
had been patient, and oh-so-gentlemanly, and once they’d gotten 
started, Eddie’s arousal had been strong enough to reduce any 
insecurities about his own inexperience to background noise. It had 
also helped that Richie had been nervous, too. He had fingered Eddie 
open so slowly and carefully, like he was afraid of hurting him, that 
Eddie had had to beg him for every finger and, afterwards, for every 
inch. He had almost laughed. As if Richie could ever hurt him. As if 
something he wanted this much, for this long, could ever be painful. 


Three years had passed between then and now, and Eddie’s hands, 
lips, and tongue had been over every inch of Richie, especially his 
cock, and Eddie had memorized every vein, fold, and freckle. He 
wrapped his lips against the head, flicking his tongue into the slit, 
and was rewarded with a blurt of precum and a gasp of his name. 
Richie’s hands flew to Eddie’s head, digging into his hair, urging him 
deeper. Eddie complied with alacrity, relaxing his jaw so that Richie 
slipped sinfully deeper, almost to the root, and started to bob his 
head. He pressed his tongue tighter against the underside of Richie’s 
cock, smiling as he heard Richie moan. 


“Oh, Eddie—Eds, oh fuck—oh, please—” 
Eddie pulled off for a moment to look up at Richie. 


“You can hold my head down, Rich. I want you to play a little 
rough.” 


“Oh—are you—” 


“Yes, I’m sure.” Richie, who always double-checked, no matter how 
much he wanted what was being offered. Eddie felt a warmth in his 
chest that had nothing to do with the desire coursing through his 
veins. 


He dived back down, taking Richie back into his throat, as Richie 
once more took hold of his head. Gently, slowly, he pressed Eddie 
down, until the final two inches of his cock were sheathed in Eddie’s 
throat. It was dark, but Eddie could still see the expression on 
Richie’s face. Eddie gagged around the dock in his throat, keeping his 
eyes on Richie. Eddie was so wet that he could feel his juices 
plastering his briefs to his thighs. After a few moments, Richie pulled 
back, stroking Eddie’s face and petting his hair, smoothing it out of 
his eyes. 


“Good boy. You’re doing so well. I’m so close.” 


Praise. Even this far gone, Richie remembered the praise thing. God, 
by the time they were through, the briefs he was wearing might be 
unsalvageable. After allowing Eddie to take a few deep breaths, 
Richie slid back in. He was close, Eddie could tell. Reasserting 
control, Eddie took Richie into his throat and started bobbing up and 
down. He considered sliding a hand into his own pants and getting 
himself off, but then remembered Richie’s offer of a blowjob and 
dismissed the idea. If he waited, he might get to sit on Richie’s face, 
which was always a treat. 


“Ohhh—Eddie—” 


That broken moan was all the warning Eddie got. He pulled off to the 
tip, wrapping his lips around the sensitive head, working the shaft 
with a hand, and was quickly rewarded with a mouthful of Richie’s 
load. Richie pulled him up so that they were face to face, bullying his 
way into Eddie’s mouth and kissing him like they were teenagers 
again, hiding under the bleachers or from Eddie’s mother. Eddie 
pulled away with a happy laugh that reverberated in the still 
mountain air. He could see Richie’s face in the pale moonlight: 
lovestruck, awed, joyful. 


“I love you,” he said softly. 
Richie didn’t hesitate for a moment. 
“I love you more.” 


They were so dazed and caught up in each other that they didn’t hear 


the tires crunching on the dirt road until they were almost on top of 
them. 


Notes for the Chapter: 


Please feel free to share! Nice comments make my 
entire life, cure my depression, clear my skin, and 
water my crops :) 


6. White Feather 


Notes for the Chapter: 


“Well, I hit the streets back in ’81, 

Found a heart in the gutter and a poet's crown. 

I felt barbed wire kisses and icicle tears 

Where have I been for all these years? 

I saw political intrigue, political lies 

Gonna wipe those smiles of self-satisfaction from 
their eyes! 

I won’t wear your white feather 

I won’t carry your white flag 

I won’t swear behind no nation, 

But I'm proud to own my heart.” 

—Marillion, “White Feather,” Misplaced Childhood 


The moment he walked into her Seattle office, Marian Little knew her 
life would never be the same. He wasn't a beautiful dame, but reality 
doesn’t always respect the constraints of genre. Nevertheless, it had 
been a slow, rainy day, and not a single soul had entered the Queen 
Anne offices of Little and Associates, Attorneys at Law since two 0’ 
clock the previous afternoon. It was a good thing. Most of Marian’s 
clients were abuse victims. That was her speciality, and thus, it 
would’ve been a bit gauche for her to want to have people beating 
down her door. Moreover, she’d gone through a breast reduction 
surgery only seven days ago, and the Tylenol and codeine tablets 
she’d been prescribed weren’t exactly taking the edge off. She needed 
something to take her mind off the tug of her stitches besides the 
REO Speedwagon playing on the radio and the game of chess on her 
desktop. Then her deskphone had crackled to life. 


“Marian, someone’s here for you.” 
“Send ’em in.” 


So Marian took her feet off the desk, straightened her clothes, 
shuffled some papers, and tried to look busy when Eddie Kaspbrak 
walked into her office. He slunk in quietly, like he had half a mind to 
turn tail and book it out of there. 


“Hi,” she said. “Marian Little, Attorney at Law. Did you know that 
you have rights? The Constitution says so, and so do I.” 


He didn’t reply, just looked at her nervously. “That usually kills. 
Little Saul Goodman, right? Better Call Saul? Anyhow, uh, why don’t 
you tell me why you’re here?” 


“T want a divorce,” he said firmly. 

“Great. That’s what I do. What’s your name?” 
“Edward Kasprak.” 

“Date of birth?” 

“December 13, 1979.” 


After Marian finished asking him about the minutiae, they just sat 
there, staring at each other. Marian sighed. 


“Okay. Look. I can see that you’re nervous, so I’m gonna do 
something that usually seems to help my more squirrely clients. I’m 
gonna tell you about how I almost fell into the Ballard Locks when I 
was nine. I was there with my family...” 


She went through the story, which had been told by her and to her 
hundreds of times, while sparing no detail. She pantomimed 
important moments, even earning a laugh from Eddie when she 
mimicked her great-grandmother’s thick Polish accent. When she was 
finished, she sat back, and motioned at Eddie. “So. Feel better?” 


He nodded. 

“Tell me why you're here.” 
“Tt’s a long story.” 

“I got all kinds of time.” 


“All right.” He breathed out and leaned forwards. “I guess it all 
started with my mother.” 


“It often does.” 


He’d peered up at her, suspicious, to see if she was making fun of 
him, but she was absolutely earnest. Bolstered a bit by her efforts at 
putting him at ease, he let slip the entire sorry story. He’d run away 
from an emotionally abusive mother only to land in New York in the 
hands of a woman who saw him only as an easy-to-subjugate 
paycheck. He’d run off to his small hometown for a high school 
reunion, only to encounter the boy he’d loved since childhood, and 
who had loved him. Their feelings hadn’t changed, and they had 
become lovers. 


“I couldn’t go back,” he said. “It was...it was tolerable, back before I 
knew what was possible. But when I felt what I felt for Richie, and 
the way he treated me, what it was like when we were together...” 
He trailed off. “I just couldn’t go back.” 


Marian nodded. 

“So you want a divorce.” 
“Yes.” 

“On what terms?” 

“What do you mean?” 


Marian shifted in her chair, leaning forwards and placing her elbows 
on the desk. 


“The path of least resistance is to get a divorce on any terms. Give 
her everything in exchange for cutting the cord painlessly. It’s a 
conciliatory approach.” 


“You think I should let her keep all my money?” 
Marian sighed. 


“No. The lawyer in me says yes, but I say no. It’s offensive to my 
sensibilities to counsel you to give money to an abuser. It would 
probably get ugly. She will put out your dirty laundry. She’ll fight 
you every step of the way, drag you through the mud, extort you, 


blackmail you. But for me, it’s the principle of the thing. Is that the 
high road? No. Is it born out of the ridiculous sense of obstinacy and 
a refusal to give up, no matter how stupid, costly, or pointless the 
battle, that was instilled in my by my crazy parents? Probably. But 
for me, at least, it would be worth it.” 


Eddie narrowed his eyes. 


“How do I know you’re not just trying to get more billable hours 
from me?” 


“Because if we surrender, you pay me something, and you walk away 
with nothing. We fight, and I only get paid if you win.” 


“How much?” 
“First things first. How did you get my name?” 
Eddie hesitated. 


“I asked a Facebook group of people who had divorced their 
controlling spouses which lawyers they’d used. You came up. A lot. 
They said you were good. So I looked you up. You’ve won nineteen 
out of the twenty cases you’ve tried, and you only lost that one 
because your client sandbagged you, which I’m not planning to do.” 


“Youre a meticulous individual, aren’t you?” Marian asked. She 
didn’t wait for an answer. She got up from behind the desk to pull 
some papers from a filing cabinet. “That’s good. It’ll serve you well. 
Here’s the deal. We win, you pay me seven percent of all liquid assets 
seized. That’s a flat rate. No interest, no per diem. We lose, I get 
nothing.” 


“Liquid assets...what about material assets?” 


“House, cars...forget ’em. Sounds complicated. Just calculate seven 
percent of whatever gets transferred into your bank account.” 


“How rich do you think I am?” Eddie asked suspiciously. 


“Moderately wealthy.” 


He shrugged. 
“You're right, I guess.” 


“I often am.” 


KKK 


Despite her citizenship, she’d been repulsed at the border. News of 
the epidemic had spread fast, and Canada wasn’t rolling the dice on 
letting Americans in until they had some answers about what exactly 
was killing people along the West Coast. She had to lay low near the 
Pont-Lac-Champlain border crossing until midnight and steal across, 
scuffed black heels catching in the yellowing grass by the lakeside. 
She ran for three miles, until she was safely inside the borders of 
Quebec, then hitchhiked to Montreal, hopped onto the Metro, and 
emerged at Place d’Armes, exiting towards Chinatown. 


What she didn’t know, and what the guards at the border had just 
found out, was that the Plague, as those in the know had begun to 
uncreatively call it, was already incubating in the Pierre-Elliot 
Trudeau International Airport. Nobody knew that the streets of the 
city would be alive with Rotters by noon tomorrow. For now, 
however, Marian walked alone in a chilly, yet pleasant Quebec night, 
quite at peace. She cut a striking figure, but she didn’t pay the 
rubberneckers mind. Her stockings were run, and her skirt and blouse 
were quite dirty, and she must’ve looked quite a mess. Her exodus 
from Seattle hadn’t been easy. 


She climbed the winding metal stairs to the apartment above the 
coffee shop on Rue Bleury. When she reached the door, she reached 
into her shirt pocket, withdrew the key, and unlocked the door. The 
inside was dark and quiet. She flicked on the light, walking down the 
hallway, and called out: 


“Bernard? Etes-vous ici?” 
No reply. 


“Bernard, je m’appelle Marian, je suis la fille de Roxanne. Souvenez- 
vous ma mere?” The kitchen was empty, and there was no sign of 


Bernard. “Souvenez mes amis, Eddie et Richie?” 


Bernard was in the bedroom, but he wasn’t Bernard anymore. He’d 
come in on a flight from Vancouver only an hour ago, and the Plague 
had incubated when he was on the plane. The Plague had spread 
quickly from Seattle to Burnaby and Vancouver when terrified 
Seattleites had fled across the border. He growled at her, shambling 
forwards, teeth bared. The skin had sloughed off of his face and hung 
by his neck, like a jester’s fringe. Before he could bury his teeth in 
her neck, she fetched him a staggering blow with the hammer she 
had tucked into her belt, laying him flat. Before he could struggle 
upwards, she hauled off and hit him once more on the temple, killing 
him instantly. She sighed. The caretaker had been a nice guy, 
enamored of her mother and his grandson, a high school football star 
in Burnaby. 


She was alone in the apartment now. The first thing she did was grab 
the landline and call her mother. She let it ring for almost a minute, 
hung up, and then called again. Her mother picked up on the third 
ring. 


“Marian.” 


Marian let out a quick breath, relieved. She hadn’t expected the 
Agent Dr. Roxanne Little to be dead, exactly, but it was still good to 
hear her voice. She sounded a little stressed—there was a great deal 
of tension in her voice. She had always talked faster when she was 
under pressure, and now her words rattled out fast, like bullets from 
a machine gun, or notes from a steel drum. 


“Mom. Where are you?” 
“We’ve taken over the Library of Congress. We're safe.” 
(13 ? (3 999 

Who’s ‘we? 


“Me. Your mom. Your brother. Two of my FBI colleagues. My trainee. 
Five of my fellow doctors.” 


“How’s Booker?” 


Booker was her younger brother. He was an art student, only 


nineteen years old. 


“Worried about you,” Roxanne said. Marian knew what that meant. 
Nothing her mother said ever meant just one thing. She spoke in 
palimpsests. 


Worried about you: 

-Booker is melting down, and it’s partly your fault. 
-We’re worried, too. 

-Hurry up. 


“Bernard’s dead. He was infected.” Marian’s voice was ragged. She 
didn’t want to show weakness, but this was a lot, and she didn’t think 
she could be blamed for a little panic. “Mom, what is this?” 


“Its a prion disease,” Roxanne said. She switched into attending- 
physician mode. Marian could hear her pacing. “I’ve only managed to 
examine two brains, but both exhibited spongiform encephalopathy. I 
thought it was a recurrence of the variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob’s we saw 
in the UK during the mad cow disease epidemic, but it’s much more 
aggressive. It’s kuru, Marian.” 


“Kuru?” 


“Its a prion disease endemic among certain tribes in Papua New 
Guinea, linked to the practice of endocannibalism. Eating the dead 
was thought to return their life force to the people they had left 
behind. Women and children consumed the brains, which had the 
highest concentration of pathogenic prions. The disease eats away at 
the brain, eventually turning it into Swiss cheese. Sufferers lose the 
ability to control their tremors, walk on their own, and exhibit 
emotional instability, irrational beliefs, and an inability to control 
their impulses. Some exhibit violent behavior or pathogenic laughter. 
But none of this makes sense, because kuru has an incubation period 
of ten to thirteen years. These people are devolving within days.” 


“If you know what it is, can you fix it?” 
“No.” 


Marian fell silent for a moment. She wiped her sweaty hands on her 


skirt and took a shuddering breath. 
“No, as in not now? Do you need...supplies?” 
“No, as in never.” 


Marian sniffed. Her skin was cold and crawling, her chest was tight, 
and her hands shook. Her eyes burned with tears of frustration. 


“Mom—” 
“There’s nothing that can be done.” 
“Why? I mean, antivirals, or—” 


“No. Prions aren’t bacteria. They aren’t even viruses. They can’t be 
killed because they’re not alive.” 


Marian cradled her pounding head in one hand. “Prions are 
misfolded proteins that cause other proteins to fold improperly and 
create aggregates of amyloids in infected brain tissue. They are 
resistant to chemical and physical denaturation. They can’t be 
cleaned away or cooked off. Prion diseases are always neurological, 
always degenerative, and always fatal. They have no known 
treatments. Based on the behavior that I’ve seen, it’s likely that this is 
a biological weapon engineered for the purpose of inciting mass 
chaos or extinction.” 


“H-how is it transmitted?” 


“Blood to blood contact. Every time I’ve seen a person turn, it’s been 
because of a bite from another Infected. The disease causes bleeding 
sores within the mouths of the people it infects. It’s a genius 
mechanism to increase the rate of successful transmission.” 


“How can we protect ourselves?” 
“Don’t get bit.” 


Marian sat, stunned, listening to her mother’s crackly breathing. It 
wasn’t like she’d been expecting comfort. Roxanne Little had never 
been the “spoonful of sugar” type, but the gravity and brutality of the 


situation laid out in front of her was almost too much to bear. 
“Where are you?” Roxanne finally asked. 
“Montreal.” 


“Why? That’s out of your way. You were supposed to come straight 
here.” Roxanne’s voice was strained and low. The voice of a woman 
at the end of her rope. 


“T had to pick something up.” 
“What? What was so goddamn important—” 


“Files,” Marian said. “Papers. Evidence. Whatever you want to call it. 
I made a promise to a client—” 


“They’re dead, Marian!” 
Marian pushed on, ignoring the outburst. 


“I made a promise to a client that when I had enough evidence, Pd 
make sure his ex was prosecuted. I can’t do that without my records.” 


“Your client is dead,” Roxanne said, voice studiously calm. “His ex is 
dead. The prosecutors you would’ve taken that case to are dead. So 
are the judges. So are the juries. Don’t you get it? There’s no after 
this!” 


“He’s not dead,” Marian said stubbornly. “I called him. He picked 
up.” 


“How long ago?” 
“Twenty four hours.” 
“Marian.” 

“No—” 

“Marian. It’s over.” 


“What’s over?” Marian yelled. Her voice broke horribly, and she 


cringed in an agony of embarrassment and frustration. This was the 
last time she wanted to show weakness. Not now. Not in front of her 
mother. 


“Everything.” 


They were both silent for a few moments. “Come to D.C,” Roxanne 
finally whispered. “Your mom needs you. Your brother needs you.” 


What about you? Marian wanted to ask, but she didn’t. She wasn’t 
ready for the answer. 


“We’ve got a good setup here. Guns. Ammo. Food and water. We’ll be 
safe for the time being.” 


Marian hesitated. The papers were just a stopgap. They weren’t what 
she really wanted, which was her friends. 


“If I find—” 


“No,” Roxanne said sharply. “You leave for D.C tomorrow. Once we 
get there, we’ll get an emergency broadcast up and running. If they 
receive it, they’ll find us. But you cannot run all over the country 
looking for them. Do you even know what state they’re in?” 


“They were in Idaho when I called,” Marian said. “Somewhere in the 
mountains. The signal was bad.” 


“Good. That’s a good place for them. If they’re in an isolated area, 
then they probably won’t run into any rotters.” 


“You're right,” Marian said. “God damn it, you’re right.” 


“T often am,” her mother replied. “I often am.” 


7. Chapter 7 


Notes for the Chapter: 


“Entwined in his arms 

Spinning around and submarine beneath the deep of 
him 

Climbing the forks of the lightning 

Building a rod for my back it's all right, it's all right 


I feel... 

Dizzy to fever with this love 

The blues and the greys are waved away inside a day 
with him 

Riding the forks of the lightning 

Feeling the sparks along my back, it's all right, it's all 
right. 


I thought I was born to take and to damage 

But I'm giving and healing and feeling 

Ultramarine and ultra-serene 

Climbing the forks of the lightning 

He told me today: it'll be okay it's all right, it's all 
right...” 

—“Enlightenment,” Marillion, marillion.com 


After leaving Derry, Richie followed Eddie back to New York where 
they began the very long, drawn-out process of starting to think 
about maybe divorcing Myra. Richie didn’t want to rush him. 
Everything Eddie did was a calculation, and he had to feel safe before 
taking the leap. So for a month, while Marian gathered evidence, 
Richie was a side chick. He was living off his savings in a nice hotel 
in Brooklyn three blocks from Eddie’s apartment. Every afternoon, he 
would wait for Eddie to make a brief appearance at home, then duck 
out and head to the hotel. The moment Richie heard the key in the 
door, he was up to ambush Eddie, pulling him inside and planting a 
deep kiss on those puffy pink lips, holding him tight. Every 
afternoon, Eddie would reach up and grab Richie around the waist, 
kissing him back with what Richie hoped he wasn’t misreading as 
desperation. Some days, Eddie would beg Richie to fuck him the 


moment he entered the room, like he needed the weight of Richie’s 
cock in his ass to pin him down, reminding him how desperately he 
was loved. Like he needed the soreness, the ache to remind him of 
what was waiting for him while he went to sleep in the twin bed in 
his two-bedroom with his wife next door. Sometimes he would fuck 
Richie, cautiously at first, then with increasing abandon when it 
became evident that he wasn’t going to break. Sometimes they just 
laid together, sometimes in silence, listening to the beating of each 
other’s hearts, sometimes chatting about stupid, silly things, their 
childhoods, Richie’s career, music, and so on. 


One night, near the end of the near-month of lies, they were lying 
together after round two. Richie had run to the bathroom for a hand 
towel, and Eddie had raised his hips to allow him to slip it 
underneath him to catch the globs of semen dripping from Eddie’s 
ass. Eddie draped an arm over Richie, curling up next to him. “Can I 
ask you a question?” 


“Sure.” 

“Do you think we’ll ever have kids?” 

Richie turned to Eddie, surprised. 

“T guess I never thought about it. You’d be an amazing dad.” 
“So would you.” 

Richie laughed. 

“Pm not joking!” 


“You remember that kid at the restaurant? Not exactly World’s 
Greatest Dad material, Eds. Not to mention my trashmouth.” 


Eddie waved him off airily. 
“We all swore as kids, and we turned out okay.” 
“Well, you did. I’m not sure about the rest of us.” 


Eddie rolled his eyes. 


“Yeah, sure. Me, a hypochondriac, cheating, soon-to-be divorce. Pm 
sure my mother is very proud.” 


Richie couldn’t let that stand, so he rolled over and wrapped Eddie in 
his arms, giving him a deep soul-kiss. Eddie groaned and kissed him 
back, slender fingers deep in his hair. 


“Were you thinking about adoption?” 
Eddie hmmed noncommittally. 


“Maybe. I’m not sure. Itd be nice to have a little Richie Tozier 
running around. It wouldn’t be easy. I mean, I’d have to...but it might 
be worth it, you know? I mean, how many people have a story like 
ours? A love like ours? It might be really beautiful to bring a child 
into this world who was created out of what we feel for each other. Is 
it crazy to...to daydream about that?” 


“No,” Richie mused. He played with Eddie’s hair gently, smoothing it 
back from his forehead. “It’s not crazy.” He kissed his temple. “I just 
have one question.” 


“What?” 

“You don’t think one of me is enough?” 
Eddie snorted and shoved Richie. 
“Fuck you.” 


Richie laughed, a sound of pure joy, and pulled Eddie on top of him 
so that he was straddling his waist. 


“No way. It’s not crazy. It’s nice. I think you’d be a fantastic father. 
And one day, when all of this is over...but until then...there was talk 
of fucking me?” 


Eddie wrinkled his nose and tried to look serious, but it didn’t last. 
After a few moments, he burst into peals of infectious laughter. 


KKK 


Marian was a realist, and because of that, she didn’t ask Richie and 
Eddie to stop sleeping together. A client that tells you an unfortunate 
truth is better than a client that tells you a comforting lie. 


“Sure. Best-case scenario, you’re a pure victim. No hanky-panky. But 
true love—we can work with that. Do you know what I mean when I 
say ‘star-crossed lovers?” 


“Yes, of course,” Eddie had said. 


“Pm not sure that you do. In colloquial use, it means that you’re 
destined to be together. But Shakespeare used the phrase to describe 
a pair of lovers plagued by ill fortune, who had made the stars vexed 
with them. People love true love, and if we can sell it to them, they’ll 
want to do everything they can to remove the obstacles between you 
two and your happily ever after.” 


She’d rented an office in Newark and flown out to conduct the case in 
situ. Normally, she would’ve hired a local paralegal to do the case 
prep, but she didn’t want to leave anything to chance. It would be 
hard enough to convince a jury that a woman could abuse a man. 
Couple that with transphobia and homophobia—well. She wanted all 
the evidence that she could get her hands on. 


The first time Richie had met her had been at LaGuardia. Eddie had 
insisted on picking her up, since she’d gone through the trouble of 
flying out to hold their hands through the process. She’d turned up in 
the baggage claim, hair down, wearing an orange blouse and faded 
boot-cut jeans, and all Richie had been able to think was “Jesus, she 
looks young!” 


She was young. She was a young litigant, only twenty-six, but she’d 
been admitted to the University of Washington at sixteen and passed 
the bar exam at twenty. She’d wbeen practicing law for five years. 
She’d only been on her own for the past six months, but she’d already 
accrued an impressive record. She had managed to win favorable 
terms for all but one of her clients, extracting alimony from 
seventeen out of twenty exes and securing the return of assets for 
eighteen. She was holding a brown carpet bag. 


“Welcome to New York,” Eddie said. “How are you?” 


She gave a jaw-cracking yawn. “Knackered, as they would say across 
the pond. You didn’t have to come pick me up. I could’ve taken the 
train.” 


“Tt’s the least I could do. You’ve been very accommodating.” 


She sat in the backseat of Eddie’s car as they drove over the bridge 
into Jersey. Her mouth was contorted into a thoughtful frown. Eddie, 
who was driving, adjusted his rearview mirror so that he could get a 
good look at her face. 


“So you're Richie,” she mused. 


Richie gagged on the mouthful of coffee that he’d just taken. He spat 
it out into the cup, and started hacking up a lung. Eddie rolled his 
eyes, but Richie could’ve sworn he saw a tiny smile on his lips. The 
kind of smile that said that he didn’t want to encourage Richie’s 
antics, but that he couldn’t help but find them endearing. 


“Yeah,” he finally gasped. “That’s me.” 
“Have I seen you somewhere?” 
“T used to be on TV.” 


When they let her out in front of the Ramada in Newark, she was a 
little unsteady. The first thing that Richie thought was that she was 
drunk. Eddie rushed up to grab her by the upper arm. 


“Are you all right?” he asked. Marian pressed a hand to her forehead. 


“Pm fine.” A beat. “It’s a migraine. It’ll pass. I just need to sleep.” 
Then, almost reluctantly: “Thanks for not making me take the train.” 


“You’re sure you're all right?” 


She nodded. “Before I go—you need to hear me. Your wife...don’t tell 
her you're filing for divorce.” She swayed a little, but her voice was 
clear, if a little strained. “Don’t take anything she gives you.” 


Eddie nodded. “No medication. Nothing. You hear?” 
“Yes. Loud and clear.” 


“I won’t tell you this will be easy,” she said. She swayed drunkenly 
one more time, then lowered her hand and looked at Eddie. “Look 
after each other.” 


Richie clung numbly to Eddie’s hand. Outside the hotel awning, a 
cold drizzle of rain was falling. 


“Yes,” he said. “Yes. Yesyesyes.” 


Three weeks, it took Marian to get her affairs in order. Three weeks 
of desperate stolen kisses behind closed doors, of avid clenches of 
hands on hips, white knuckles bearing down in the heights of 
passion. Three weeks of Eddie living under Myra’s sterile, reptilian, 
anatomizing gaze. On the twenty-first day, Marian summoned them 
to her office. She was sitting behind her desk. A tall, slender woman 
stood beside her. She looked like she was in her thirties, with long, 
dark, wavy hair. A slender streak of white wended its way from her 
roots to the ends. A teardrop- shaped scar an inch or so deep fissured 
her left cheek. She and Marian had the same luminous blue eyes. 


“Gentlemen,” Marian said. “I haven’t hired a medical consultant yet, 
so I decided to go within the family. My mother is a medical doctor 
board certified in psychiatry, diagnostics, and emergency medicine. I 
needed someone to check out your prescriptions. I had a sneaking 
suspicion that your health issues might be, shall we say...chemically 
abetted. Doctor Little?” 


Doctor Roxanne Little rolled her eyes briefly at her daughter’s 
formality. “Sure. You have three prescriptions here. One is labeled 
Zofran, one is labeled Prozac, one is labeled Xanax, and one is 
labeled Benadryl. However, the pills inside don’t match the labels.” 
Doctor Little cracked open the Xanax bottle and shook out the pills. 
“This is a medication called cisapride, trade name Prepulsid. It’s used 
to treat gastroesophageal reflux disease, but it’s very hard to obtain 
because of the side effects.” 


“Side effects? Gastro-what?” 


“Yeah. Cisapride can cause heart arrhythmias, so it’s only used in 
severe cases after at least three other medications have been tried.” 
She put the bottle down. “Next. This Benadryl isn’t Benadryl. It’s 
vigabatrin. Are you epileptic?” 


“N-no. 2) 


“Well, that’s bad, then, because it can cause retinal deterioration in 
up to 50% of patients. The Prozac is a drug called felbamate, which is 
another anticonvulsant, which can cause aplastic anemia and liver 
damage. Finally, this Zofran is really a Parkinson’s treatment that can 
cause severe liver toxicity. Its my professional opinion, both as a 
doctor who is board-certified in diagnostic medicine and as a federal 
agent, that your wife has been poisoning you.” 


Eddie was white as a sheet. 
“Is he going to be okay?” Richie asked. 


“Frankly, it’s a miracle you're still vertical, but if you’re not dead yet, 
you'll be fine. Don’t take anything she gives you, and for the love of 
god, have someone take a look at your liver. Pd stay away from 
acetaminophen and alcohol until someone tells you you’re in good 
working condition. Pll write you a referral diagnostic workup at 
Strong Memorial in Rochester.” 


“That’s five hours away!” 


“Exactly. I don’t know where she got these pills. You said she’s a 
shut-in. That tells me that every doctor, every pharmacy, every 
hospital in the city is suspect.” 


“You don’t think you’re a little paranoid?” Richie asked 


Agent Roxanne Little, M.D, P.h.D flashed him a piercing stare. Eddie 
suppressed a snicker. 


“Perhaps. But you don’t do what I do for as long as I’ve done it 
without getting a little paranoid. And I haven’t died yet, so it must be 
working.” 


“Better safe than sorry,” Marian said. 
“Tm inclined to agree,” Richie agreed. 


Marian crossed her legs and stretched, wincing. “Go. Day after 
tomorrow. After that, I’ll serve her.” 


Notes for the Chapter: 
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8. Jigsaw 


Notes for the Chapter: 


“Stand straight 

Look me in the eye and say goodbye 

Stand straight 

We've drifted past the point of reasons why 
Yesterday starts tomorrow, tomorrow starts today 
And the problem always seems to be 

We're picking up the pieces on the ricochet...” 
—Marillion, “Jigsaw,” from Fugazi 


“Oh my God!” someone shouted. It was a woman’s voice, high-strung 
and wrought. “Girls, cover your eyes!” 


“Oh, shut up!” someone else yelled. Another woman, but this voice 
was lower and more hoarse. 


Eddie sat up, hurriedly wiping his mouth and arranging his clothes so 
that it would be a little less obvious that he’d been sucking dick. 
Richie tucked himself back into his hants and zipped up. 


“What’s going on?” A third voice, male this time. 


“Terri, for chrissakes.” The second woman got out of the car, boots 
crunching on the gravel. From what they could see of her, she was 
young, maybe nineteen or twenty. “Hey, I remember you two. 
Airbnb. Aren’t you a little early?” She held out a hand to shake, and 
Eddie took it. 


“Eddie Kaspbrak-Tozier.” 


“Joy Gibson. My parents Ryan and Suzanne are in the car. Guess we 
got the same idea.” 


“Yeah, I guess so. We can—” 
“T won’t have my kids—” 


“Terri, shut up!” Joy turned back to them. “Guess you opened the 


place up for us. Why don’t we get back inside, and we can talk?” 


Under the gas lights of the cabin, Joy turned out to be closer to 
twenty-five than twenty. Her parents were in their forties. Suzanne 
was short and mousy, and Ryan was tall, skinny, and bald. Terri, 
Ryan’s cousin, was tall and blonde, and she hurried her two young 
daughters up to the attic right away. 


“Sorry,” Joy said. “She’s a cunt.” 
“Joy,” Suzanne chastized. 

Joy scowled, then whipped around. 
“Wait. Have I seen you before?” 

“I used to be on TV,” Richie said. 


“No, no. Not you. You.” She pointed at Eddie. “I’m a crime reporter. 
Did you—” 


“Pm not a criminal,” Eddie said hurriedly. “You must be—” 


“No, no, you weren’t. You were a victim, or...” She snapped her 
fingers. “Hold it. You were Marian’s client, weren’t you? Do you 
know her?” She reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a sheet 
of paper. “Weren’t you the plaintiff in that case she filed against that 
woman in New York? It was a landmark case, all over the news. That 
doctor got his license pulled, people marched to get her indicted, the 
jury ended up awarding you damages...hell, that case made her a 
household name in the DV community. I covered the whole thing.” 


On the paper was a sketch of Marian Little, Esq. Above was written 
WANTED ALIVE IN NEW YORK CITY: MARIAN R. LITTLE. REWARD 
OFFERED IN SUPPLIES AND MEDICATION. 


“Medication?” Eddie said. 


“Aww, geez,” Richie groaned. 
“Do you know something I don’t?” Joy asked. 


“Yeah,” Eddie said, going for his coat. “It’s my ex. She’s never 
forgiven Marian for taking all my money back. She destroyed her in 
that courtroom. Nobody ever stood up to her like that before, much 
less me. Marian helped. So did Richie. This is revenge.” 


“Eddie, where are you going?” 

“What do you mean, where am I going? We have to warn her!” 
“Eddie, no! Are you crazy? We just got here!” 

“Joy, what’s it like out there?” 


Joy sighed. Her red hair was tied back in a low ponytail, and she had 
dark circles under her eyes. There were scratches all over her 
forearms, Eddie realized with a sinking feeling. They looked like 
fingernail marks. 


“Rough,” she said. “The infected are easy to outrun. It’s the people. 
They’ve gone nuts. Marauders, looters...Boise is a war zone. It would 
be crazy to just go out there and look for someone. You don’t even 
know if she’s still alive.” 


“Where were you when you found this?” 
“Newark. But—” 
“Then there’s still time. And we know where she’s going.” 


Richie opened his mouth to argue, but he’d known Eddie long enough 
to know when he had a chance of winning, and when he was just 
getting himself in trouble. 


“Joy,” Eddie said. “You guys crossed the country. How?” 
Ryan came forwards. 


“Well, if you insist on leaving—” 


“We do.” 


“Then you should take I-80 to 1-70. Avoid Boise, and cut south to 
Wyoming. Straight through Nebraska and Iowa, then south through 
Indiana and Illinois. Make sure to avoid Chicago. Decatur might be 
safe, but Pm not sure. Keep fifty miles between you and Indianapolis 
if you value your life. Where are you going?” 


“D.C.” 


“Okay. Then you’re going to want to go straight through Ohio to cut 
across the corner of Pennsylvania, then east into Maryland. Scavenge 
rest areas. Avoid cities. Even small towns can have dangerous 
people.” He shook his head. “You must be crazy. The roads aren’t 
good. There are cars all over the place, some places are blocked off, 
it’s a real cluster. We barely made it through Colorado in one piece. 
Vail is an oasis, but Denver is a war zone. I never thought things 
would fall apart so fast.” 


“Some of us have been preparing,” Terri said. She’d emerged from 
the bedroom to bustle around the kitchen, cataloging the supplies 
Richie had put in the cabinet. 


“Oh, shut it,” Ryan muttered. Suzanne elbowed him. 


“Hey, Terri, if you think this is God’s work, why don’t you drive back 
to Boise and go get bit by some of His servants?” Joy asked. 


“Hey. Where did you leave from?” 


“Me? Boston. My parents were in Jersey. They drove up to find me 
when it started. Things went south, fast.” 


“You hear of some sort of group in D.C? Survivors?” 
She shook her head. 


“Wouldn’t know. They ain’t exactly sending out e-mail bulletins. 
There was a radio station, though.” 


“Oh, hell yes,” Ryan said. “That was crazy. Static, all around the dial. 
Except for LVRS 100.3.” 


“LVRS?” Richie asked. 


“Call letters,” Ryan clarified. “Well, kind of. Nobody was calling in. It 
was a recorded message, on repeat. Just somebody saying ‘We are the 
Leavers,’ then a bunch of numbers. Hang on, I think I wrote them 
down. 38.888684, -77.006913. Whatever that means.” 


“I told you, they’re coordinates,” Joy said. “For the Library of 
Congress. I looked it up on the map.” 


“She was right,” Eddie said. “Washington, D.C. It is safe.” 
“That’s a big leap,” Richie sighed. “Eds—” 


“Look.” Ryan jogged back into the living room and came back with 
the map. “If you are leaving—which I still don’t recommend—you 
should go look for supplies in Lowman.” 


“Lowman?” Eddie asked. 


“The town down there. Well, town’s a strong word. There’s a general 
store and a laundromat. But itll have canned soup for the road, and 
probably some nightcrawlers, if you’re really desperate. But if you go 
over the mountain, you’ll find Stanley. You’ll have more options up 
there. Again, that’s relative, because last time I was there, the 
population was hovering around 60. But there’s a little pharmacy, 
and a clinic. Idaho City is a little bigger—about 500 people—but it’s 
far. 90 minutes.” 


Eddie sighed. 
“Fine. We’ll go to Stanley in the morning, and then we'll leave.” 
Joy nodded. 


“Okay. Best of luck. You should take the back room, get some 
privacy, since you paid for the privilege. Sorry for how it turned out. 
When you leave your review, just remember: I can’t control the 
presence of zombies, so it’s unfair to hold me, as a landlady, 
responsible for them.” 


Richie twitched a quick, pale smile. 


“Duly noted.” 


9. Vapor Trails 


Notes for the Chapter: 


“We are the Leavers 

And the world turns beneath us 

We’re somewhere above you 

Vapour trails in the sky 

Days and nights scrambled 

Hurtling to somewhere 

From somewhere forgotten 

Somewhere forgotten 

We’re born out of recklessness 

The thirst for the thrill 

We're revelry’s children 

Life’s too short for standing still...” 
“The Leavers III: Vapor Trails in the Sky,” 

Marillion, Fuck Everyone and Run 


“Are you sure about this?” Richie asked. They were standing on the 
ridge above the town of Stanley, Idaho. “This could be the ideal place 
for us. We'll be safe.” 


“We can’t leave Marian out there by herself. Not without at least 
trying to warn her. Remember how pissed off you were when Bill--” 


“Tt’s not the same,” Richie snapped. “Not at all.” 


Even mentioning Bill’s attempt at desertion made Richie’s stomach 
churn. In a moment, he was back there, back in that cavern. “Richie, 
he’s dead.” Like it wasn’t Bill’s fault that they were there in the first 
place. His selfishness. His obsession. That now that he’d gotten what 
he wanted, his revenge, he’d been done. Time to check out. Like it 
didn’t matter that Eddie, Eddie who wouldn’t even be there if it 
wasn’t for Bill, was hurt, was dying. It had been almost a year before 
Richie could bring himself to speak to a single one of them, and there 
was still a breach that would never be mended. They would be 
speaking about the good old days, joking around, and then Richie 
would remember Bev and Ben flirting in the hospital, while the 
doctors were removing Eddie’s right lung, performing a triple bypass, 


repairing his arteries, and restarting his heart, and a door would slam 
shut inside his mind. 


Marian, however, came long after that. She knew little about the 
murders, and nothing about the final showdown. She had served 
Eddie in the courtroom honorably, and she had stayed put 
afterwards. She had been the maid of honor at their wedding, a just 
recompense for winning Eddie his freedom. Of course he was loyal to 
her, and there was nothing Richie could do to dissuade him. And 
where Eddie went, Richie would go with him. 


Of course Richie wanted to warn Marian. But he was paralyzed by his 
fear of losing Eddie. Eddie had almost died, but he didn’t understand. 
He barely remembered being stabbed, but Richie saw it, once a week, 
at least. In his sleep. He remembered waking up and seeing Eddie 
straddling him, smiling, proud, the feeling of waking up to Eddie’s 
lips on his, the taste of camphor and menthol on his tongue, and then 
the life just running out of him, like piss down his leg...he would die 
if he ever had to feel that kind of fear again. That extremity of terror 
was just incompatible with human life. 


“Mountain Village Mercantile,” Eddie said. “Down there.” 
“Do you see anyone?” 


Eddie shook his head. They weren’t exactly well-prepared for a pack 
of raiders. Eddie had a hunting knife tucked into his belt, and Richie 
carried a baseball bat. Why mess with success, right? 


Jesus. Richie was too old for this. He had a bad back, and though he 
wasn’t too fat yet, he’d definitely hit the point where he wouldn’t be 
thin again. His eyes were worse than they’d ever been. His left knee 
hurt when it rained. Eddie, of course, was still spry as ever. He spent 
hours jogging every week, did yoga, pushups, jumped rope, and 
kickboxed, all of which kept his thighs, abs and butt toned, tight, and 
pert. Richie ran a hand down his back, pausing to cup his ass. Eddie 
blushed and leaned closer. 


“Rich. Now?” 


“Can’t help it, darlin’. You’ve got the most beautiful ass--” 


“Oh, please.” 


“You want me to prove it?” Richie asked. It was their stock repartee. 
Richie would flood Eddie with uxorious regard, all utterly sincere, 
Eddie would dismiss it hesitantly, and Richie would reassure him. He 
never tired of the glow that suffused Eddie’s face when he would 
compliment him. 


“Seriously?” Joy asked. “Right now?” 


It had taken her almost thirty minutes to describe the location of the 
general store to Richie, and in the end, she decided their chances 
were better with a guide. 


Eddie sighed and rested his head on Richie’s shoulder. 
“Ready to go?” he asked. 
“Sure.” 


Eddie ran down the mountain, fleet of foot, leaping from rock to 
rock, grassy tussock to grassy tussock. Richie followed him, just 
trying not to twist an ankle. Idaho was an odd place, blanketed with 
grayish-green sagebrush that gave the landscape a low-resolution, 
Xbox-360 appearance. They were right where the foothills of Boise 
gave way to the Sawtooth mountains, which loomed in the near 
distance like giants sleeping under green velvet blankets. The dusty 
ground sparkled with motes of mica. Giant ponderosa pines provided 
shade and showered the ground with browning needles. Eddie, with 
his olive skin and brown hair, blended in perfectly with the brown 
landscape. Joy followed behind Richie, painstakingly inching down 
the slope sideways. 


Downtown Stanley was empty. There weren’t raider gangs roving the 
streets, which was encouraging, but people weren’t exactly going 
about their business, either. The door to the store was open. Eddie 
pushed it open. A bell jingled, but the sound was drowned out by the 
cocking of a shotgun. 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Joy yelled. “Mike, hold on! It’s Pat’s 
granddaughter!” 


The shopkeeper, a solid guy in his seventies, scowled. 

“Pat?” 

“You know, Ted’s brother! I’m a Gibson! My dad’s Tim--” 

“Your dad is the kid who threw up in the laundromat in Lowman?” 
“Yeah, he did. So how about you put that down?” 

“Did the vomit kid send those two, too?” 


“Okay, well, he’s not the vomit kid anymore, he’s forty-eight, and a 
tenured professor, and--look, it doesn’t matter. They’re friends.” 


“Lady on the radio says the goddamn world’s ending,” Mike said. 


“Yeah. Well. Never know when you might need some cash. So how 
about you let us do some shopping?” 


“Cash? You wanna take my goods for CASH? Now? In this economy?” 


Eddie flicked his eyes at Richie, who was beginning to feel a little 
stupid. They’d stopped by the ATM on their way out of Seattle, but if 
this really was the apocalypse, they wouldn’t get much mileage out of 
paper money, unless they found someone really committed to little 
portraits of Andrew Jackson. 


“How about my lake?” Joy asked. 
Mike grunted. 
“That mud puddle?” 


“Come on. Rainbow trout, all day long, just over the hill. You wanna 
live on canned chili forever, Mike?” 


Mike scowled. “Come on,” Joy cajoled. “Don’t make me beg.” 
“Fine,” he snapped. “Hundred bucks of store credit. Collectively.” 


“Two hundred.” 


“One twenty five. Don’t push me.” 


“Whatever,” Joy said. “You guys get seventy-five. Pll take the other 
fifty. Get some food. Ammo. You can have the crossbow in the 
cabinet. Nobody knows how to use it.” 


“Joy.” 

“Hmm?” 

“Why are you doing this?” 
She sighed. 


“I guess it’s selfish, when you get down to it. Me, I’m not cut out for 
this. Pll have to stay here. My parents...P’ll be locked up in the cabin 
with Terri and her stupid, shitty kids until I die. But maybe you can 
get out there. See the sights. Actually live the post-apocalypse, 
Fallout-style. And I could live it vicariously, through you. Does that 
make sense?” 


Eddie nodded. 


“Okay. All right. All right.” He grabbed a bag and started stuffing it 
with cans of New England clam chowder and crossbow bolts. “Did 
you really report on my divorce?” 


“Yeah,” Joy sighed. “Feels like a million years ago. I was rooting for 
you. Hell, we all were. Amazing story, too. You had a beautiful love 
story.” 


“Had?” Richie asked, indignant. 


“Had, have, will have. I mean, hell, ain’t nothing more romantic than 
a zombie apocalypse, right? I mean, this world isn’t all sock hops and 
malt shoppes.” 


“Was it ever?” Eddie asked. 


“Are you sure about this?” Joy asked. She had just finished loading 
their supplies, including all seven of Richie’s cans of Chili-Mac, into 


the trunk of Eddie’s Hyundai Genesis. “I mean, I’m not trying to 
change your mind. But are you sure?” 


Eddie nodded, resolute. 

“She’s our friend. And she’s in trouble because of me.” 
“Us,” Richie corrected. 

“We're ready,” Eddie said. “Best of luck, Joy.” 
“Likewise. Careful on the road down.” 


Richie slid into the driver’s seat, released the parking brake, and 
chunked the car into gear. Eddie looked up at him, and nodded. 


“We’re doing the right thing, Rich.” 


“I know,” he sighed. And the last time we did the right thing, you 
almost died, he thought, but didn’t say. Eddie kissed his cheek, 
smoothed back his hair, and settled in for a long car ride. 
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